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ST ETHELDREDA, OR AUDRY, VIRGIN, ABBESS
(A.D. 679)

cd. 1766.3

ST ETHELDREDA, or EDILTRUDIS, commonly called Audry, was third
daughter of Annas, or Anna, the holy king of the East Angles and St
Hereswyda. She was younger sister to St Sexburga and to St Ethelburga,
who died a virgin and nun in France, and was eldest sister to St Withburga.
She was born at Ermynge, a famous village in Suffolk, and brought up
in the fear of God. In compliance with the desire of her friends she
married Tonbercht, prince of the Southern Girvij; but they lived together
in perpetual continency. Three years after her marriage, and one year
after the death of her father, Audry lost her husband, who for her dowry
settled upon her the Isle of Ely. The holy virgin and widow retired
into that solitude and there lived five years, rather like an inhabitant of
heaven than one in a mortal state. Trampling under her feet whatever
attracts the hearts of deluded worldlings, she made poverty and humility
her delight and her glory, and to sing the divine praises with the angels
night and day was her most noble ambition and holy employ. Not-
withstanding her endeavours to hide herself from the world, her virtues
pierced the veil which she studied to throw over them, and shone with
a brightness which was redoubled from the lustre which her humility
reflected on them. Egfrid, the powerful King of Northumberland, hearing
the fame of her virtues, by the most earnest suit extorted her consent to
marry him, and she was obliged to engage a second time in that state.
The tradition of the church, which by her approbation and canons has
authorized this conduct in many saints, is a faithful voucher that a contract
of marriage, not yet consummated, deprives not either party of the liberty
of preferring the state of greater perfection. St Audry, upon this principle,
during twelve years that she reigned with her husband, lived with him as
if she had been his sister, not as his wife, and devoted her time to the
exercises of devotion and charity. At length, having taken the advice of
St Wilfrid and received from his hands the religious veil, she withdrew
to the monastery of Coldingham, beyond Berwick, and there lived in holy
obedience under the devout abbess St Ebba. Afterwards, in the year 672
according to Thomas of Ely, she returned to the Isle of Ely and there
founded a double monastery upon her own estate. The nunnery she
governed herself, and was by her example a living rule of perfection to
ber sisters. She ate only once a day, except on great festivals or in time